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Dickens and the Fiery Past:
A Tale of Two Cities Reconsidered
G. Robert Stange
During this school year, as for decades past, thousands of high school students will study A Tale of Two Cities. Is the novel a good choice for the high school program? This appraisal will help in answering the question. The author is an associate professor of English at the University of Minnesota.
BUT WHY waste time on Dickens when one can read Henry James?"
The sophisticated graduate student who asked the question did not really want an answer; he wanted to provoke critical discussion. The obvious reply is that life, thank God, is long enough to include both these novelists, but the question's chief use is to define two permanent poles of literary art. James, in his search for a flawless technique, sustained control, and delicate effect, is worlds apart from the sprawling, uneven, essentially imperfect Dickens. In this respect, at least, Dickens is like the "imperfect" Shakespeare; by dint of his extraordinary creative energy, the very scope of his art, he enters the rare category of writers who have ceased to be detached objects of contemplation, and become instead parts of everyone's past.
Seen under the aspect of eternity Dickens may not be a greater novelist than James, but he can speak more easily than James could to many more people. James could not have afforded to be vulgar as Dickens was; he could not have allowed himself the artistic errors that Dickens continually falls into; he could never have cried over his characters so unabashedly, nor laughed so uproariously. When we read the great fictional craftsmen we are impressed by the justness with which they have rendered a character or an aspect of life; we approve them by considering that they have been faithful to our experience of the world. But the characters of Dickens' novels have an independent existence; his world operates by its own laws, and after being immersed in it we return to our world with heightened perceptions and a finer sense of reality. In reading Dickens one tends to compare the characters of real life with those in his novels: no one ever praised Grandfather Smallweed or Mr. Micawber or Mrs. Gamp for being faithfully rendered; we find instead human beings who resemble them.
There are many reasons why Dickens' novels are the best kind of thing for young people to read. On the most general level, his great creative energy, the easy extensiveness of his work, help suggest to the young the joyful possi- of her speech, a speech which rises from the carefully perceived cadences of the vulgar language. Since Dickens rarely made good comedy out of the well-bred, it seems likely that in this novel, where he was pretty much confined to upper middle-class people, aristocrats, and foreigners, he was bereft of the native, colloquial speech upon which his genius fed. He was not up to creating comic French characters and, indeed, for reasons of his-torical consistency, the Frenchmen had to be a grim crew.
In the absence of the comic spirit other means had to be used to vivify the novel, so it is no surprise to find that Dickens spoke of setting himself "the little task of making a picturesque story, rising in every chapter, with characters true to nature, but whom the story should express more than they should express themselves by dialogue." It is one of the great weaknesses of the novel that Dickens attempted to rely on plot rather than on character, but it is one of its strengthsas well as its most distinctive featurethat it became a novel of pictures. So marked is the painterly quality of A Tale that one's memory of it is dominated by a series of tableaux vivants, scenes without dialogue, but with a composition so clear that one tends to see them within the limits of a frame.
The most memorable scenes are charged with symbolism and become a primary means of shaping the reader's judgment of the Revolution. The first glimpse of France that the novel provides is the scene of the broken wine cask in Chapter Five. The two paragraphs in which this is contained are so purely visual that they might almost stand for the description of a painting called-let us say-"The Broken Cask."
To this the novelist has added a notation of sound effects, "a shrill sound of laughter and amused voices," and a final sentence that sends the participants back to their usual tasks, and rounds out the scene. The great paragraph which describes the Carmagnole is another tour de force of word painting (Book III, Ch. 5), as is the picture of the men sharpening their bloody "hatchets, knives, bayonets, swords"
at the grindstone (Book III, Ch. 2). Similarly, though with a subtle difference, a species of fervor or intoxication, known, without a doubt, to have led some persons to brave the guillotine unnecessarily, and to die by it, was not mere boastfulness, but a wild infection of the wildly shaken public mind. In seasons of pestilence, some of us will have a secret attraction to the disease-a terrible passing inclination to die of it. (Book III, Ch. 6.) This is not only brilliant psychology; it has turned out to be good history. It is in its grasp of its subject that the power and brilliance of this novel are finally seen to lie. The novel's chief weaknesses are the results of its excessive artificiality: its construction constantly calls attention to itself. But in reacting against these smaller details we must not forget that Dickens' main intention was to present a view of, to "add something" to our understanding of the French Revolution. And the more I consider this novel as an interpretation of that event, the more successful it seems to me.
One may quarrel with this or that detail of documentation, but the historical view, in its broad outlines, is a sound one. Dickens suggested that "this terrible Revolution" was an inevitable response to injustice, but he showed also how revolutionary ardor produced its own forms of injustice. Carton, describing the Revolution as a dark phase in the development of 
